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Idiomatic  ph ra ses  differ in the extent  to which  they can undergo  
syntac t ic  o p e ra t io n s  and still retain their  idiomatic in te rp re ta ­
tion. F r a s e r ' s  (1970) thorough descr ip t ion  o f  this p h en o m en o n  
dis t inguishes  six levels o f  syntac t ic  “ f r o z e n n e s s “ ; for exam ple ,  
he assigns build castles in the air to level 0 (complete ly  frozen),  
w h e re a s  let the cat out o f  the hag ap p ea r s  in level 5 (virtually 
unfrozen):
(1) *Cast les  were  built in the air  all the t ime by her  im­
prov iden t  husband .
(2) *He built cas t les  most  ou t rageous ly  in the air.
(3) The  cat was  let out  o f  the bag that evening by their  
over -exc i ted  child.
(4) He let the cat  most  dec idedly  out  o f  the bag.
The  mental  r ep resen ta t ion  o f  idioms is not differentially 
affected by var ia t ion  on this d im ens ion ;  idioms are s tored and 
accessed  as uni tary  lexical i tems,  i r respect ive  of  their  level of  
syn tac t ic  f ro zen n ess  (Swinney  and Cut le r  (1979)). Syntact ic  
f rozenness  is appa ren t ly  not cor re la ted  with differing m an n e r  
o f  mental  r ep resen ta t ion .
The  presen t  s tudy  was  u n d e r tak en  to exam ine  an a l te r ­
nat ive possibi l i ty ,  namely  that syntact ic  f rozenness  may be c o r ­
related with the length o f  t ime that the idiom has been present  
in the language.  T o  invest igate  this, the sample  o f  idioms o f
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differing levels o f  f ro ze n n ess  that  F r a s e r  (1970) used was  simply 
c h e c k e d  against  the Oxford  English Dic t ionary  (1933; h e n c e ­
forth O E D )  to asce r ta in  the earl iest  a t te s ted  ci tat ion for each 
one.
N o te  that  this p ro c e d u re  will yield only an app rox im a te  
es t im a te .  Fi rs t .  F r a s e r ' s  list o f  e x a m p le s  is a very  small subset  
o f  the total popula t ion  o f  id ioms in the English language:  and 
m o re o v e r ,  as F ra s e r  points  ou t ,  his a ss ignm en t  o f  a par t icular  
idiom to a par t icu la r  level r e p re se n t s  the s ta te  of  affairs in his 
ow n  dialect  and may  not hold for som e  or  most  o th e r  speakers  
o f  English.  S ec o n d ,  the O E D ' s  wri t ten  sou rces  are  obvious ly  
m ore  n u m e ro u s  in la ter  cen tu r ie s  than in ear l ier ,  so that  the 
ch a n ce  that a par t icu lar  form presen t  in the language will o ccu r  
in the avai lable  wr i t ten  co rp u s  is r a the r  smal le r  for ear l ier  t imes 
than for later:  in add i t ion ,  the type  o f  l i terary text avai lable  to 
the lex icographer  may change  ac ro ss  the cen tu r ies ,  and some 
types  o f  text  may  be more  likely to conta in  idioms than others .  
T h e re  is no reason  to bel ieve,  h o w e v e r ,  that  the var ia t ions  
ac ro s s  l i terary so u rce s  are c o n fo u n d ed  with syntac t ic  frozen-J »
ness.
F r a s e r ' s  (1970. 40-41)  lists o f  “ rep re sen ta t ive  e x a m p l e s "  
for each  o f  his six f rozenness  ca tegor ies  yielded 131 idioms. O f  
these ,  106 were  found to have en t r ies  in the O E D ,  with the 
earl iest  c i ta t ions  for their  unequ ivoca l ly  idiomatic  readings 
ranging from the th i r teen th  to the twen t ie th  cen tur ies .  (All the 
idioms could  also take a literal reading;  idiom-only s t r ings— 
e.g. cast a slur on— all belong to the com ple te ly  f rozen c a t e ­
gory.)  A fur ther  eight were  located in forms minimal ly variant  
from those  given by F r a s e r  (e.g. make the best o f  a had job  
ra the r  than F r a s e r ' s  . . . bad dad).  F o u r te en  were  not listed 
in their  idiomatic  sense  at all, and a fur ther  three  which were  
listed had no da ted  ci tat ion.
The  p ropor t ions  o f  earl iest  c i ta t ion da te s  ac ross  cen tur ies  
for each  level o f  syn tac t ic  f ro ze n n ess  are given in table I . Level  
0 con ta ins  those  idioms F ra se r  holds to be com ple te ly  f rozen,  
undergo ing  no syn tac t ic  op e ra t io n s  at all; level 1 is a lmost  c o m ­
pletely f rozen (that is. idioms o f  this class  can undergo  only 
minimal t rans fo rm at ion) :  and  so on through  level 5, which c o n ­
tains those  idioms least res t r ic ted  in the ope ra t ions  they can 
undergo  while retaining their  idiomatic  sense .  (F ra se r  claims 
that  no idioms are com ple te ly  unres t r ic ted . )
F r o z e n n e s s  and age are not perfect ly  co r re la ted ;  but there 
is a reliable t e n d e n c y  for the more  f rozen idioms to have beenJ
longer  in the language.  An es t im a te  o f  cor re la t ion  (K e n d a l l ’s 
tail) reveals  that the dis t r ibut ion show n in table I differs sig­
nificantly from tha t  which would be ex p e c ted  by ch a n ce  alone: 
t =  .17, z =  2.79. p <  .005. If the date  d is t r ibu t ions  are co l ­
lapsed a c ro s s  the tw o  most  f rozen ,  the two  mildly f rozen,  and 
the tw o  least f rozen levels,  respec t ive ly ,  the median  earl iest  
c i ta t ion da te  occur r ing  in the d ic t ionary  for levels 0 and I is
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Table 1. Earliest citations given by OKI): proportions of each
frozenness category occurring in each century
F r a s e r ' s  level: 0 1 2 3 4 5
C e n tu ry
*
13th .05 .08 .05
14th .12 .05 .03 .11
15th .04 .09 .03
16th .21 .16 .41 .28
17th .26 .20 .05 .06
18th .05 .16 .14 .07 .13 .16
19th .32 . 16 .18 .50 .34 .37
20th .07 .03 .16
Not  listed .11 .08 .05 .28 .06 .16
N o ci ta t ion .07 .03 .05
( N u m b e r  o f  ex a m p le s
given hy Fraser) (19) (25) (22) (14) (32) (19)
1631, for levels 2 and 3 1705, and for levels 4 and 5 1801. It 
might he c la imed that the 14 idioms not listed in the dic t ionary 
are o f  recent  origin and should  there fore  he ass igned to the 
twent ie th  ce n tu ry :  if this is done ,  the median  earl iest  ci tat ion 
da tes  shift to 1660. 1777, and 1829. respect ively .
T h u s ,  imperfec t  as the present  analysis  must  he. it suggests  
that those  idiomatic  exp ress ions  which are least suscept ib le  to 
syntac t ic  op e ra t io n s  are also those  which have been in use in 
the language in their  idiomatic form for the longest t ime. There  
are several  possible  reasons  w h y  this should be so. On the one 
hand ,  it may  be that  syntact ic  freezing is a gradual  p rocess  that 
afflicts id ioms o v e r  a period o f  d ecad es  or  centur ies .  II this is 
the case ,  then one might expec t  to find that idioms which are 
hiuhlv frozen today  o c c u r  in a less frozen form in texts  from 
earl ier  t imes.  Limited  suppor t  for this hypothes is  can be found 
even  in the O E D ,  which ci tes ins tances  in which build castles 
in the cur ( F r a s e r ' s  level 0) was  used in passive  form in 1575 
and 1630. and burn the candle at both ends (F ra se r ' s  level I) 
with an inser ted  paren thes i s  in 1848. On the o the r  hand ,  sy n ­
tactic f rozenness  may  o c c u r  when  the meanirm of  the idiom isr W
no longer  obv ious ,  the original literal re ference  having becom e 
o b scu red  by t ime.  (Recall  that  idioms lacking any literal reading 
at all are ass igned to F ra s e r ' s  level 0.) On this hypothes is ,  kick 
over the traces and  let o f f  steam  would belong to F r a s e r s  level
0 b e c au se  n o w a d a y s  we travel by horse less  carr iage and e lec ­
trified rai lway.
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I
1. K o u t s o u d a s  has p ro p o s e d  the M o r p h o p h o n e m ic - A l lo p h o n i c  
Principle as one  o f  the universa l  pr inciples  o f  rule appl ica t ion.
(1) The Morphophonemic-Allophonic Principle
A m o r p h o p h o n e m ic  rule appl ica t ion  mus t  a lways  take 
p re c e d e n c e  o v e r  an a l lophonic  rule appl ica t ion.  Given 
a rule A —* B / C D appl icable  to a form C A D ,  
the appl ica t ion  o f  this rule is m o rp h o p h o n e m ic  if there 
are str ings o f  the form C B D  which could  be der ived 
from a sou rce  o th e r  than C A D ;  o the rwise  the appl i ­
ca t ion o f  the rule is a l lophonic .  ( K o u t s o u d a s  (1980, 
32))
K o u t s o u d a s  (1980, 33) also c la ims that  the dis t inct ion b e ­
tween  m o rp h o p h o n e m ic  and a l lophonic  rules is precisely  Ki- 
p a r s k y ’s d is t inc t ion b e tw e e n  neutra l iz ing and  nonneutra l iz ing  
rules.
(2) Given  a phonological  p rocess  P: A —> B / XC ____
DY, P is neutra l iz ing if there  are str ings o f  the form 
C B D  in the immedia te  input o f  P; o the rw ise  P is n o n ­
neutral izing.  (K ipa rsky  (1976, 169))
H ere  I would  like to d iscuss  an exam ple  from the T o h o k u  
dialect  o f  J a p a n e s e  which  suggests  that  K o u t s o u d a s ' s  d is t inc­
tion b e tw e e n  m o r p h o p h o n e m ic  and a l lophonic  rules does  not 
c o r r e sp o n d  precise ly  to K i p a r s k y ’s d is t inc t ion and that the 
M o r p h o p h o n e m ic - A l lo p h o n i c  Principle does  not a lways  p r e ­
dict the p re c e d e n c e  o f  rule appl icat ion.
2. The  T o h o k u  dialect  o f  J a p a n e s e  has the following rules 
( Inoue (1968), Miyaj ima (1961), Muraki  (1970), Ohishi  and 
U e m u ra  (1975)).2
(3) a. Syllabic Nasal Formation
[ +  nasal] —» ( + syll) / ____ {C,#}
b. Nasal Insertion
d>
n / V d V0 g^
1 This principle was first proposed in 1973 at the annual meeting 
of the Kentucky Foreign Language Conference, Lexington, Kentucky.
2 The details of the rule forms and the quality of high vowels are 
omitted for the sake of clarity.
